The purpose of this paper is to examine the interrelationship among the dimensions of relationship marketing namely, trust, commitment, communication and conflict handling. Little is understood about the inter-relationship among these factors as all prior efforts in the area have focused on their impact on relationship outcomes such as satisfaction, loyalty and word-of-mouth communication. Some 400 bank customers in Malaysia were surveyed, with 220 usable responses on which analysis was based. The research found that there is strong evidence for the interrelatedness of trust, commitment, communication and conflict handling. Important managerial and marketing implications of the findings are discussed.
Introduction
The intense competitive nature of today's business environment among other factors has resulted in the building of long lasting relationships between organizations and customers. Transactional marketing, which has been referred to as a hit and run strategy is increasingly giving way to a more customer centric approach known as relationship marketing. To achieve success in today's complex and competitive market, researchers have prescribed a number of key areas that need to be considered if the customer is to be served satisfactorily. One of these key areas is leveraging firm-customer relationship to gain privileged information about customers and thereby better understand their needs. Relationship marketing therefore enables the firm to get closer to its customers in order to correctly sense and serve their expectations in a manner superior to competition.
Marketing studies have documented the following dimensions of relationship marketing namely, trust (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Ndubisi and Chan, 2005) , commitment (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Ndubisi, 2006; Wong and Sohal, 2002) , conflict handling (Ndubisi, 2006) , communication or sharing of secrets (Crosby et al., 1990; Morgan and Hunt, 1994) . Many have also investigated the impact of these constructs on overall relationship quality, customer satisfaction and customer loyalty. However, investigations of the inter-relatedness of these key relationship marketing variables have been ignored, even though such studies are necessary for understanding how these factors support one another as antecedents of customer satisfaction and customer loyalty, the goals of most organisations.
The aims of this study are twofold. The first is to better understand the murky area of the interrelationship or interconnectivity of the key dimensions of relationship marketing. Due to dearth of research in this area, there is a very poor understanding of how these factors interplay. So far, works in this area have tried to link selected RM dimensions to higher order constructs such as relationship quality, customer satisfaction and customer loyalty, ignoring the possible relationships among these dimensions. The understanding gained by testing such inter-relationships will show how one dimension (or virtue) can grow by growing others. The second impetus for the study is to unveil the actual influences of the RM constructs on customer loyalty. Although there are few existing studies focusing on this relationship, the contextual nature and the mixed findings of these efforts created a need for the Malaysian perspective to be documented. As mentioned earlier, Malaysia has graduated to become an important unit of the world economy that cannot be ignored today because of its impact on the global economic system. The outcome of this research holds significant benefits for marketing researchers and practitioners, as well as banks (and other service organizations by extension) who are interested in the subjects of customer relationship management and customer loyalty.
Literature Review
Interest in the economics of long-lasting customer relationship has been growing since the last few decades. Some of the motives for organizational investment in building relationship with customers include, access to privileged information on customers' needs and wants (Ndubisi, 2004) , mutual rewards (Rapp and Collins, 1990) , cost reduction and increase in profitability (Ndubisi, 2004) . Reichheld (1993) reported that a 5 percent increase in customer retention grew the company's profit by 60 percent by the fifth year. It has been argued that long-term relationships where both parties over time learn how best to interact with each other lead to decreasing relationship costs for the customer as well as for the supplier or service provider.
Relationship marketing has been defined as a strategy to attract, maintain and enhance customer relationships (Berry, 1983) . It was argued that the goals of relationship marketing are to create and maintain lasting relationships between the firm and its customers that are rewarding for both sides (Rapp and Collins, 1990) . Gronroos (1994) reasoned that relationship marketing is to establish, maintain, and enhance relationships with customers and other partners, at a profit, so that the objectives of the parties involved are met This is achieved by a mutual symbiosis and fulfillment of promises (Ndubisi, 2004) . Gummesson (1993) concluded that relationship marketing is a strategy where the management of interactions, relationships and networks are fundamental issues. The interaction and network approach of industrial marketing and modern service marketing approaches, clearly views marketing as an interactive process in a social context where relationship building and management are a vital underpinning (Bagozzi, 1975; Webster, 1992) . Kotler (1992) prescribed that companies must move from short-term transaction-oriented goal to long-term relationship-building goal. In an analysis of the current developments in business and in marketing, Webster (1992, p. 14) reported that "there has been a shift from a transaction to a relationship focus." Kavali et al. (1999) indicated that relationship marketing is about healthy relationships characterized by trust, equity, and commitment. Key virtues that have been conceptualized in the relationship marketing literature include trust (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Ndubisi and Chan, 2005) , commitment (Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Wong and Sohal, 2002) , conflict handling (Ndubisi, 2006) , and communication (Crosby et al., 1990) . This study conceptualizes that these concepts are interrelated (Figures 1-4) . Trust and its role in fostering firm-customer relationship quality and customer satisfaction have been studied significantly. However, relatively little attention has gone into the investigation of its impact on customer loyalty. Abratt and Russell (1999) remarked that partners in a relationship need to have trust and good intentions among themselves. Schurr and Ozanne (1985) defined trust as the belief that a partner's word or promise is reliable and a party will fulfill his/her obligations in the relationship. Moorman et al. (1993) defined the term as "…a willingness to rely on an exchange partner in whom one has confidence. Other scholars have defined trust in terms of opportunistic behavior (Dwyer et al., 1987) , shared values (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) , mutual goals (Wilson, 1995) , making and keeping promises (Bitner 1995) , uncertainty (Crosby et al., 1990) , and actions with positive outcomes (Anderson and Narus, 1984) . A betrayal of this trust (by the supplier or service provider) can lead to customer dissatisfaction and defection. Gronroos (1990) asserted that the resources of the seller -personnel, technology and systems -have to be used in such a manner that the customer's trust in the resources involved and, thus, in the firm itself, is maintained and strengthened. Indeed, one would expect a positive outcome from a partner on whose integrity one can rely on confidently (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) . Pearce (1974) differentiated this trust (i.e. cognitive trust -the subjective probability that the other will behave trustworthily) from trusting behavior. According to Pearce, it would be possible for a person to engage in trusting behavior without having reached "a cognitive state of trust". Trust is expected to lead to customer loyalty.
COMMIT CONFLICT TRUST

COMM
Commitment is one of the important variables for understanding the strength of a marketing relationship, and it is a useful construct for measuring the likelihood of customer loyalty as well as for predicting future purchase frequency (Dwyer et al., 1987; Gundlach et al., 1995; Morgan and Hunt, 1994) . Wilson (1995) argued that commitment is the most common dependent variable used in buyer-seller relationship studies. In sociology, the concept of commitment is used to analyze both individual and organizational behavior (Becker, 1960) . Sociologists use commitment as a descriptive concept to mark out forms of action characteristic of particular kinds of people or groups (Wong and Sohal, 2002) , while psychologists define commitment in terms of decisions or cognitions that fix or bind an individual to a behavioral disposition (Kiesler, 1971) . In marketing, Moorman et al. (1992) defined commitment as an enduring desire to maintain a valued relationship. This implies a higher level of obligation to make a relationship succeed and to make it mutually satisfying and beneficial (Gundlach et al., 1995; Morgan and Hunt, 1994) . Since commitment is higher among individuals who believe that they receive more value from a relationship, highly committed customers should be willing to reciprocate effort on behalf of a firm due to past benefits received (Mowday et al., 1982) and highly committed firms will continue to enjoy the benefits of such reciprocity.
Communication refers to the ability to provide timely and trustworthy information. Communications is now viewed as an interactive dialogue between the company and its customers that takes place during the pre-selling, selling, consuming and postconsuming stages (Anderson and Narus, 1990 ). Communication in relationship marketing includes providing information that can be trusted; providing timely information, and providing information when problem occurs. It is the role of communication to build awareness, build consumer preference by promoting quality, value, performance and other features, convince and encourage customers to make the purchase decision and to nurture quality customer relationship. Communication also tells a customer who is dissatisfied what the organization is doing to rectify the source of dissatisfaction. Berry (1995) remarked that buyer-seller interactions must be open, sincere and frequent because improving the quality of the relationship will encourage customer retention. Open, sincere and frequent interactions describe effective communication. When there is effective communication between the bank and the customers, customers are likely to be more loyal. Dwyer et al. (1987) defined conflict handling as the supplier's ability to minimize the negative consequences of manifest and potential conflicts. Conflicts handling reflects the supplier's ability to avoid potential conflicts, solve manifest conflicts before they create problems and the ability to discuss openly solutions when problems arise. How conflicts are handled will ensure loyalty, exit or voice. Rusbult et al. (1988) concluded that the likelihood that an individual will engage in these behaviors depends on the degree of prior satisfaction with the relationship, the magnitude of the person's investment in the relationship and an evaluation of the alternatives one has. The ability of the bank to handle conflict well will impact customer loyalty. To handle conflicts efficiently, there must be open, sincere and frequent interaction (Berry, 1995) until acceptable, satisfactory resolution is reached.
The above discussion leads to the following five main hypotheses: 
Methodology
The population for this study is the retail bank customers in Sabah, Malaysia. Sabah known in many Western circles as the Malaysia Borneo is an upcoming geographical location in the Eastern part of Malaysia. Although it is fast becoming a banking hub, very little research attention has been given to it relative to the Peninsular Malaysia. The choice of banking industry was made for two key reasons: (1) Although the concept of relationship marketing has emerged within the field of service marketing (Berry, 1983; Christopher et al., 1991; Gummesson, 1991; Jackson, 1985; Lindgreen et al., 2004) , research in the field remains inconclusive as past studies reported differing results; (2) Banking is a volitional service with very low switching cost in Malaysia (Ndubisi and Tam, 2007) . By choosing a low switching cost industry, we ensure that customers are not under forced loyalty (i.e. they are not retained because of lack of choice) and they could exit if and when they wish to. The participating banks were drawn from the Malaysian Banking Institute. A total of 400 customers voluntarily accepted the survey forms which were personally administered outside the bank's premises. Of this number, 230 completed and returned the instrument. This is a 57.5% response rate. Out of this only 220 were usable as 10 were voided because of incomplete data.
Malaysian banks are highly regulated by the Central Bank and are known for their highly standardized services, which allows for aggregation of the samples. A recent study showed that switching costs among commercial banks in Malaysia were insignificant (Ndubisi and Tam, 2007) . The authors demonstrated that the close proximity of these banks, uniform offerings, similarity of interest charges, among others contributed to the insignificant switching costs. Nevertheless, because certain banks can have specific characteristics, which might influence the forces driving relationship quality, we statistically tested for any differences that may potentially confound the results. To examine these differences one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used similar to the procedure adopted by Veloutsou et al. (2004) . To identify which bank customers have different perceptions, the Duncan test was used. This was re-confirmed using the Scheffe test and both reveal no statistical differences. Details of the ANOVA results show no statistical differences among the various banks with respect to the relationship marketing dimensions namely, trust (F = .799; sig. = .670), commitment (F = .815; sig. = .652), communication (F = .850; sig. = .614) and conflict handling (F = .517; sig. = .922), and overall relationship quality (F = .597; sig. = .865), hence the data can be pooled without hiding any confounding effect or loosing any important information.
The questionnaire items were adapted from different sources and summarized in Table  1 . Communication, commitment and conflict handling items were adapted from Morgan and Hunt (1994) and Ndubisi (2006) . Communication had 5 items, commitment included 4 items, and conflict handling had 3 items. Items for trust were adapted from Churchill and Surprenant (1982) and Ndubisi (2006) . Trust had six items. The Multiple Regression Model was employed to predict the relationships in the construct. In view of the relatively small sample (n = 220) used in this study, regression analysis would be helpful (Bollen, 1989) since the statistical test of chi square in structural equations model is sensitive to sample size. The following assumptions of regression analysis were tested to ascertain non-violation before accepting the results: (1) linearity of the relationship, (2) constant variance of the error terms (homoscedasticity), (3) independence of the error terms (no autocorrelation), and (4) normality of the error term distribution. 
Results and Discussion
Respondents' Characteristics Table 2 is the summary of the demographic composition of the respondents. No statistical differences were observed in the mean values of the dimensions of interest based on the demographics of the respondents. Apart from the descriptive statistics in the table above, information on the respondents' relationship with the bank, based on the number of years they have been with the particular bank show that 19% had been with the bank for 5 years or less, 39% between 6 -10 years and 42% had been with the bank for 11 years or more. These results show that respondents have a considerable level of repurchase behaviour towards their bank.
Psychometric Properties
Confirmatory factor analysis was used to test the measurement properties (Table 3) . The oblique factor rotation was employed for this analysis, since the factors are conceptually linked, and oblique rotation represents the clustering of variables more accurately (Hair et al., 1998 ) as compared to the orthogonal rotation, which keeps factors uncorrelated throughout the rotation process. Convergent validity is established if all item loadings are equal to or above the recommended cut-off level of 0.60 (Chin et al., 1997 ). An alternative is parsimonious sets of variables, guided by conceptual and practical considerations, namely acceptance of factor loadings of 0.50 and above (Hair et al., 1998) . Based on Hair and colleagues (1998) , all items in the study have a loading higher than the recommended threshold. Thus, overall we believe that a reasonable degree of convergent validity was established. High communality values are recorded for all the variables, indicating that the total amount of variance an original variable shares with all other variables included in the analysis is high. A total of 17 items loaded on 5 dimensions with total variance of 64 percent. 
Inter-relationships amongst the RM Dimensions
To examine the influences of the RM dimensions on one another, regression analyses were conducted. The results in Table 4 show both the significant and non-significant beta coefficients and the level of significance of the associations. Table 5 above, it is observed that commitment, communication, and conflict handling contribute significantly (F = 53.79; p < 0.001) and predict 43% of the variations in trust. In other words, these dimensions predict a significant change in customer trust. It is further observed that the three dimensions are significantly associated with trust at the 5% significance level. This result validates hypotheses 1a, 1b and 1c. Therefore, the level of trust customers have on the bank depends on the level of commitment of the bank, communication efficiency, and the conflict handling ability of the bank.
Similarly, trust, communication, and conflict handling contribute significantly (F = 45.82; p < 0.001) and predict 39% of the variations in perceived commitment. These dimensions predict a significant change in perceived bank's commitment. At the 5% significance level, the three dimensions are significantly associated with commitment. Hence, customers' perception of the bank's commitment is influenced by the latter's trustworthiness, communication efficiency, and conflict handling ability. Hypotheses 2a-2c are supported the results.
Next, the influences on communication were examined. It was found that trust, commitment, and conflict handling contribute significantly (F = 54.41; p < 0.001) and predict 44% of the variation in the perceived efficiency of the banks' communications. It was further revealed that only trust and commitment are the significant factors; conflict handling is not, hence hypotheses 3a and 3b are accepted and 3c is rejected.
Lastly, trust, commitment, and communication contribute significantly (F = 49.09; p < 0.001) and predict 41% of the variations in conflict handling. However, only trust and commitment are significantly associated with conflict handling (H4a and H4b); communication is not a significant factor (H4c). Thus, trusted and committed banks are deemed able to handle or resolve conflicts well.
Confirmatory Relationship Tests
It is important to further examine the robustness of these relationships by comparing the impacts of differing levels of the RM dimensions on one another. For these tests, different levels of trust, commitment, communication and conflict handling were categorized. Categorization of these dimensions followed the method used by Moschis and Moore (1979) and Carlson et al. (1990) . The scales were summed and customers classified as low or high on each dimension by splitting at the median. The median of each dimension is as follows: trust (4.00), commitment (3.75), communication (4.00), and conflict handling (3.67). Below the median is low level, and above the median is high level. Dummy variables were created before using the two categories in the regression analysis. In creating the dummy variables, the first step was to decide on the number of dummy variables, which is simply k -1, where k is the number of levels of the original variable. In this instance 2 -1 = 1 dummy variable was created as follows: low level = 0 (un-coded variable) & high level = 1 (coded variable). For all dependent dimensions, metric data were used (not the recoded categories). The results of the analyses are presented next.
The results presented in Table 5 show that the coded variables (higher level) more significantly determine the dependent variable than the un-coded variable (lower level). Interestingly, the results in Table 5 buttress the findings in Table 4 to a very great extent. The outcome of this test consistently shows that higher level of the predictor dimensions is more robust than the lower level in determining the dependent dimensions. The following inferences are therefore drawn from the outcome of the above results. First, customers with greater perception of the bank's commitment to service, reliability and efficiency of communications, and conflict handling ability, tend to trust the bank more than customers with a lower level of these impressions. Second, customers with greater perception of the bank's trustworthiness, communication efficiency and reliability, and conflict handling ability, deem the bank to be committed to service compared to customers with a lower level of perceptions. Third, customers with greater perception of the bank's trustworthiness, and commitment to service, tend to see the bank as a reliable and efficient communicator more than customers with a lower level of acuity. Last, customers with greater perception of the bank's trustworthiness, and commitment to service, deem the bank more able to handle conflict than do customers with a lower level of the impressions.
Implications and Conclusions
The implication of this study on theory is mainly in establishing the interconnectivity among the relationship marketing variables. The outcome of the study demonstrates the inter-relatedness of these variables. Using Malaysia as a research setting, this research found that trust is enhanced through commitment, communication, and better conflict handling. Perceived commitment is improved through communication, trust, and better conflict handling; and so on. The unveiling of the strong inter-relationships among the relationship marketing dimensions adds value to the body of knowledge in the field. The results provide empirical support for, and build on some of the past efforts in this area. Past research in this area (e.g. Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Ndubisi, 2006 Ndubisi, , 2007 had concentrated on the effects of relational dimensions on relational outcomes such as satisfaction, loyalty, word-of-mouth communication, and overall relationship quality; no known attention had gone into exploring the inter-linkages of these relationship constructs. As such, this study adds significant value to extant literature in the areas of relationship marketing, relational dynamics and services marketing.
This research has a number of implications on customer management by banks. Firstly, banks in particular and service organizations in general, which have keen interest in acquiring and keeping valuable customers, should try to build quality relationship with them. To build quality relationships, banks should act trust-worthily. They must give and keep promises, be concerned about the security of transactions, provide quality services, show respect to customers, fulfill obligations to customers, and continuously strive to enhance customers' confidence in the bank. These actions will lead to increased trust in the bank and its services. Commitment is another important factor for developing quality relationship. This includes commitment to service and customer relationship. Commitment requires the bank to make adjustments to customers' needs; to tailor-make products to customers' requirements; to be flexible when products are changed, and when the production process is changed. Reliable and efficient communication with customers is inevitably a factor that will make customers perceive quality in the bank-customer interactions. By providing timely and trustworthy information, providing information if problem occurs, providing information on new banking services, providing accurate information and so on, the bank will be seen as a good communicator, and will be appreciated by the customers. Lastly conflict handling is another important factor. Since there is no guarantee that something may not go wrong in the course of the interactions between the bank and its customers, it becomes important that the bank puts in place effective conflict resolution mechanisms. They should also try to avoid potential conflicts and openly discuss problems with customers.
Since trust, commitment, communication, and conflict handling are indicators of relationship quality, which are inter-related, it becomes necessary and rewarding that organizations nurture these virtues. To enhance customers trust in the organization, management and staff of Malaysian banks besides the suggestions made earlier in the preceding paragraph, should strive to achieve high level of commitment to service and customer relationship, always communicate timely and reliable information, and endeavor to resolve conflicts satisfactorily before they create more problems. They can improve customers' perceptions of their commitment by willingly communicating timely and reliable information, resolving conflicts decisively and satisfactorily without unreasonable losses to customers, and behaving trustworthily. Lastly, in order to be seen as excellent conflict managers, banking services providers should build trust and show commitment to the needs of customers by adopting proactive approaches and strategies. They should approach conflicts and handle them well by identifying sources of potential conflicts and forestall them before they occur.
In conclusion, this research has investigated the inter-relationship, of relationship marketing dimensions namely, trust, communication, commitment, and conflict handling. By using the data supplied by bank customers in Malaysia, some important findings were unveiled. The study found that building quality relationship with customers calls trust, commitment, communication and conflict handling. Hence, banking service providers interested in improved relationship quality should build trust, commitment, communication, and conflict handling. There is strong evidence for the inter-relationships among the RM dimensions. These findings are beneficial to researchers and practitioners interested in the subject of relationship marketing and relational dynamics.
Future Research Directions
Future research should test these relationships in other service sectors other than banking, for example, tourism, hospitality, health care and education. A study of this nature that compares different service sectors will help to understand the effects (if any) of industry/sector characteristics and industry/sector culture (Markoczy, 2000; Hodgkinson and Johnson, 1994) . By controlling for these potential confounding effects, more generalizable outcomes can emerge.
Future research can also test these inter-relationships in different cultures. Hofstede (1980) , Hofstede and Bond (1988) and Hofstede (1991) suggested that culture can be characterized according to five dimensions: individualism-collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity-femininity, and long term orientation. Although these dimensions have often been criticized in management and psychology for being overly simplistic (Osland and Byrd, 2000) , the conceptual parsimony provided by these dimensions and the broad range of applicability across different countries and cultures provide an adequate starting place for understanding cultural differences, particularly in marketing relationships and relationship outcomes.
Moreover, future research in this area can introduce some other (less researched) relational dynamics such as empathy, competence, respect, rapport, power, and cooperation. By examining these effects, this future study will add value to the present knowledge in this area, by pushing back the frontier of knowledge in the field.
